
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Throughout Lent, we have been studying Virtues and Vices, taking a closer look at the seven deadly sins and how 
faithful practices can reduce their grip on us. Today is also Palm Sunday, a day that marks the beginning of Holy Week, 
the final week of Jesus’ earthly life. It begins with Jesus’ triumphal entry into Jerusalem and leads to the cross. We focus 
this day not only on the palms but on the Passion, Christ’s suffering and death, remembering our need for God’s grace, 
and reflecting on the atonement – what Christ did to make us “at one” with God. Our cries of “Hosanna! God save us!” 
carry added meaning for us this year. 

Today we focus on anger; or, more to the point, on wrath. Like the other deadly sins, wrath is what happens 
when an emotional expression – in this case, anger – becomes disordered and spills over into something sinister and 
spiritually deadly. Anger is a normal human emotion. Jesus himself expressed anger when he overturned the tables of 
the merchants and money-changers in the temple (right after his parade into Jerusalem, by the way). And Mark’s Gospel 
explicitly states that Jesus was angry when the Temple leaders tried to trap him into violating the Sabbath by healing a 
man with a withered hand.  

Anger is appropriate as a response to injustice. Jesus overturned the tables because of the anger he felt about 
profiteering from temple sacrifice and excessive exchange rates. He was angry with leaders over the Sabbath trap 
because they used a person’s disability to seek their own advantage. We, too, can be moved by appropriate anger to 
respond to injustice around us: abuse and neglect of marginalized people, taking advantage of crisis for economic or 
political gain, economic disparity that grows wider year after year. Anger was the mobilizing force behind great civil 
rights leaders, from Susan B. Anthony to Martin Luther King, Jr. to Oscar Romero and others. Appropriately directed and 
measured, anger can transform fear into courage, principle into practice, and conviction into action. 

But anger can also be distorted and move from holy passion to hellish habit.1 Anger improperly directed and 
unrestrained becomes wrath. Aquinas identified three categories of disordered anger becoming the vice of wrath: (1) 
becoming angry too easily, (2) being angrier than we should, and (3) holding onto anger for too long. 

Those who become angry too easily are said to be “short-tempered” or to have a “short fuse.” We know the 
type: irritable, unsettled, making the people around them on-edge and uncertain, never knowing what might set them 
off. This kind of anger is rarely a response to the situation itself. It may be as much avoidance as reaction, failing to 
address one situation and then unleashing those feelings on another. It is also a product of ego, the dissatisfaction that 
comes from focusing too much on oneself and one’s desired reality. Others are an irritant, an obstacle to what might be 
achieved. It is a mortal sin because it puts oneself at the center instead of God, inhibiting response to actual injustice by 
focusing on individual agendas. 

The second is a tendency toward overreaction; a response out of proportion to the situation. The precipitating 
incident might even be totally inconsequential. This is a personal struggle for me. I’m ashamed to count the number of 
times I have reduced one or more of my children to tears because I blew my stack about such minor infractions as 
spilling a glass of milk, forgetting a baseball glove, or playing around instead of cleaning up. The mitigating situation acts 
as a trigger, setting off an outburst of frustration that may have been building for some time. It, too, is often based on 
ego. I perceive a situation as a personal affront, an act of deliberate defiance when it really isn’t. The fury that results is 
born out of an unhealthy desire to be in control, to dictate the actions and behaviors of those around me. Anything that 
deviates from my plan must be mercilessly defeated. What am I doing when I do that? I’m not actually taking 
responsibility for myself, but attempting to impose my will not just over their actions, but their feelings. That’s not 
strength; that’s weakness, motivated as much by fear of losing control as anything else. Rebecca Konyndyk DeYoung 
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writes, “If we can look only to ourselves for an ally and a source of security when we are threatened, then we would do 
well to be afraid…and angry. Our bad anger thus shows us to be trying – and failing – to be God.”2 

The third, being angry too long, is characterized by holding grudges or keeping score. It has been said that 
withholding forgiveness is like drinking poison and expecting the other person to die. The person who harbors pent up 
anger may not even be conscious of it. Their wrath comes from repressing longstanding hurts, wrongs left unresolved, 
real or perceived. It may be rooted in matters of injustice left unaddressed, festering over time, leading to bitterness, 
resentment, and joylessness. The result is separation from others and even from God, refusal to engage in 
reconciliation. Grace withheld inflicts the most damage on oneself, resulting in hardening of the heart and, sometimes, 
physical manifestations like illness, tension, and high blood pressure, as well. 

Our faithful response to disordered anger should be to look toward God. Unfortunately, we all have a tendency 
toward self-justification that too often leads us to project onto God the very vice we need God’s grace to heal in us. The 
Puritan preacher Jonathan Edwards delivered a famous sermon, “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God,” in which he 
vividly described and systematically laid out ten “considerations” about God’s wrath and condemnation. Now, on 
principle of justice, our actions merit God’s anger. God gives us everything we need and offers us guidelines for healthy 
living in relationship, gifts we take for granted or take credit for ourselves, gifts we sometimes deny or reject. God is 
right to be disappointed and angry. God’s anger is mentioned many times in both the Hebrew Scriptures and the 
Christian New Testament, but the instances of God inflicting punishment (Wrath of God) are far outnumbered by the 
myriad examples of God’s mercy. God is referred to as “gracious and merciful, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast 
love.” That oft-repeated phrase is a liturgical formula, a kind of nickname for God. The psalmist declares, “If you, O Lord, 
should mark iniquities, Lord, who could stand? But there is forgiveness with you, so that you may be revered.” 

We are preparing this week to remember Christ’s Passion: his suffering, crucifixion, and death. Christians have 
always had to wrestle with the meaning of the cross. Why was it necessary that Jesus died? What does it mean to say 
that he died for our sins? We reflect on God’s faithfulness and our disobedience. Despite our constant and well-
documented failures to keep the covenant, God offered second chance after second chance. But we still didn’t get it. 

What was God’s answer? Not destruction, but incarnation. God was not hell-bent on retribution, requiring blood 
as payment for our disobedience. It is a limited and dangerous understanding of atonement to say that God inflicted 
suffering and death on his Son to satisfy wrath rightly directed at us. Again, in no way am I suggesting that God would be 
wrong to be angry at us. What I am saying is that the cross was not a demonstration of God’s ultimate wrath diverted 
onto his Son, but of God’s ultimate mercy. God’s answer to our sin and failure to grasp God’s loving-kindness was to 
enter into our life in Christ Jesus. He became like us but always more than us, showing us the way of justice and mercy. 
He held out his hands to the world in love and we turned our backs. He offered us redemption not based on 
achievement but on grace, and we rejected him. It wasn’t God’s wrath on display at Calvary. It was ours. 

Will Willimon introduces his book on the seven deadly sins with these convicting words: 
Once there was One who came to us, who touched the untouchables, turned his back upon the world’s 

bright baubles, loved unto death, and never turned his eyes away from God. And we hated him for it. He came 
to us with wide open hands in gracious invitation, seeking us, both patient with us and hotly pursuing us. And 
thereby he brought out the very worst in us. 

We figured that things between us and God were not all that bad, but when he spoke to us of God, and 
ourselves, and rubbed our noses in the filthy rags of our presumed righteousness, well, we thought we were 
good until we met him. He called upon us to attempt great moral feats, and then watched as we fell flat on our 
faces. He invited us to join up with his Kingdom, then set that Kingdom’s demands so high that when it came 
time for us to stand up and show what we were made of, we fled, slithering into the darkness. He said, “Come to 
me. Take on my yoke.” And we with one voice cried, “Crucify him!”3 

 
What have we learned since? We attempt to grasp control by deciding who is right and who is wrong, who is in 

and who is out, who is saved and who is damned. We divide ourselves over doctrine, creed, nationality, race, 
orientation, and identity. We wage battle along ideological lines. And we uncharitably categorize those who disagree. On 
one side are those who relativize morality and reduce Jesus to nothing more than a feel-good spiritual guide who 
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demands only that we love ourselves more. On the other are those who see faithfulness as a matter of following the 
rules, holding on to tradition, and judging others for not being like us and not believing like us. While the reality is that 
the vast majority of us are somewhere in the middle, we pick sides and let the loudest barking dogs represent us instead 
of engaging in acts of reconciliation and peace. Meanwhile, God still waits, arms outstretched in love, outstretched on 
the cross, waiting for us to finally get the message: it’s not about us. 

Catholics and Protestants have long traded barbs and genuine theological arguments over the Christian symbols 
of the crucifix and the cross. Should the suffering Christ be on the cross or not? Catholics accuse Protestants of turning 
the instrument of Christ’s vicarious suffering into a shiny, pretty object. Protestants accuse Catholics of dwelling too 
much on suffering and guilt instead of the victory of Resurrection. Both arguments are valid. We needn’t bury ourselves 
in guilt and shame, but neither can we bask in the joy of resurrection without the death that leads to it. We cannot hope 
to avoid suffering in this life. Indeed, God came to us in Christ not to eliminate suffering but to bear the suffering of the 
world.  

God came in Christ not just to suffer for us, but to suffer with us. Even in the darkest time, even when we walk 
through the valley of the shadow of death, even in the unspeakable tragedy of a virus that will claim the lives of tens of 
thousands, God is with us. This is the God of faith, the God of the cross, the God of resurrection hope.  

Right now, we are anxious. We are fearful. We do not know what is yet to come, how bad things will get, or if 
we have the means and the strength to get through it. It’s very likely that our fear and uncertainty will lead to 
frustration, manifest in the form of anger toward ourselves, anger toward those we love, anger toward nothing in 
particular. In this time, we are being forced to face the reality that we are not in control. That didn’t start with the 
coronavirus epidemic; this crisis is only revealing what was true all along. We must let go of the need to feel like we are 
in control, but that release can only come with faith. We are not responsible for our own salvation; we never have been. 
When we try to play God, we are doomed to fail. God is far more forgiving than we are. God is not a wrathful deity, 
waiting for an opportunity to pounce on us and destroy us for bad behavior. God is neither vindictive nor cruel, but self-
giving and compassionate, gracious and merciful, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love. We serve a God who is 
eager to save us, a God who suffered for us, a God who suffers with us. No matter what we face, we can rest assured 
that God will neither leave us nor forsake us. 

Breathe. Pray. Trust. This time of suffering will pass at its own pace; we cannot make it go faster or go away. Be 
patient with yourself and patient with those around you. Let love be your guide. Pray for and support those who are 
caring for the ones most in need. And remember that even when we face the worst, we are not alone. We have hope in 
God, both in this life and in the life to come. We don’t have to be in control. We can rest in the knowledge that God’s 
love and mercy will never fail us. The God who came to us in Christ, who gave his life for us, still waits for us with 
outstretched arms. We can be merciful toward others because we know we have been redeemed by God’s mercy. And 
we are called to reflect that love and mercy anywhere and everywhere we can. 

 
 
Let us pray:  
O God, the depth of your mercy is unfathomable. We have failed to keep covenant with you, failed to love our 

neighbors as ourselves, failed to be the people you made us to be. And yet you love us still and offer us the gift of your 
grace. Help us to set aside our impatience, our foolish efforts to be in control, our past hurts and resentments, and let 
ourselves rest in your loving mercy. We don’t want to be angry, wrathful people. We want to be loving, caring people 
who trust you and follow your example. We do not know what tomorrow may bring. But we know we will not face it 
alone. Help us to mark this Holy Week with awe and reverence, remembering your passion and suffering for and with us, 
even as we eagerly await the resurrection yet to come. In your holy name, we pray. Amen.  

 
 


